THE FLIGHT TO INDIA
as there are great men who centre all the genius of an epoch
in their lives, so are there certain cities that by their atmosphere
and association seem to symbolise the meaning of a nation.
Such a city is Damascus—a story-book that characterises in its
pages the heroic past of Islam, all its wars and wonderings and
wanderings. The Greeks called it "beautiful," the Arabs "Pride
of the Earth"; Mohammed viewing from afar this emerald in
the wilderness refused to enter lest he should no longer wish
to seek Paradise. Girdled in green orchards of walnut and
pomegranate, rendered musical and populous by the rills of
the Abana and Pharpar rivers, Damascus has played a princely
part in all the ancient commerce of the East.
Laden camel caravans have passed down the Street-Called-
Straight or Strait, linking up the trade routes between Babylon
and Persia, Arabia, Asia and India, bringing up merchandise
from Palmyra and Aleppo to the Mediterranean. By association
and position the town has been the eye of Arabia, a walled city
of wonder to Nomad and Ishmaelite, a lure and a magnet to
almost every conqueror who has entered the debatable land
that separates Asia from Africa.
Saladin, himself, the mightiest Sultan who ever lived, spent
his boyhood here, and made the town his head-quarters in the
war against the crusading Franks. This most chivalrous of Sul-
tans was almost the only Oriental despot to rule his subjects
by love, not fear. It must have been a strange sight to see him
riding by in his simple black tunic and turban, taking out his
gorgeously clad, middle-aged ministers for exercise at die noble
game of "mall," or polo, a sport he loved and which the Arabs
introduced to Europe.
Damascus, like Constantinople, is still a source of inspiration
for wie entire Moslem East, though its importance is dwindling
with the opening of Western sea and air routes. In the bazaars
and booths is a polyglot humanity, Arabs and Africans, smiling
Syrians, Druses, Lebanese, negroes from Nejd, and tall Bedouins
with the stiff, upright walk of those who ride camels. Modern
motor-cars play leap-frog over the cobbles, and little donkeys
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